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AN APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR SPECIFYING AND OBTAINING 
SERVICES THROUGH AN AUDIO TRANSMISSION MEDIUM 

RELATED APPLICATION 
[0001] The present patent application is a continuation-in-part of prior application 

Serial No. 09/702,217 filed October 30, 2000. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 
[0002] The invention relates generally to providing users with service providers in 

a field of service desired by the user. In particular, the invention relates to a method and 
apparatus for specifying and obtaining services, via an audio portal, resulting in a live 
conversation between a user and a selected service provider. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0003] Consumers interested in acquiring services must first identify a service 

provider who is capable of providing the required services. At present, this usually 
means perusing a telephone directory, which can become frustrating and time-consuming 
if the service providers telephoned are not immediately available. In addition, a simple 
telephone call does not enable the service provider to charge a fee according to the time 
spent with his/her customers. 

[0004] Systems now exist that enable providers of services to charge fees for the 

time spent delivering the service. 1-900 phone numbers will charge the seeker of services 
according to the time spent receiving the service and will transfer this payment, or a 
portion of it, to the provider. 

[0005] Each 1-900 number, however, has a very narrow scope - "Hear your 

Horoscope," for instance. If a seeker would like to hear an entirely different service - 
"Your Local Weather," for instance - he/she would have to dial a completely different 1- 
900 number. Similarly, each 1-900 number is quite rigid in the price, quality, and 
specificity of its service. 

[0006] However, current systems now exist that enable seekers to locate service 

providers according to a wide range of price, quality and specificity of service (U.S. 
Application No. 09/414,710). Such systems also make it possible for the service provider 
and buyer to be connected and communicate in real time. 
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[0007] Such systems, however, require the service seeker to have a connection to 

the internet. The service seeker must also have the necessary computer hardware to 
browse the internet. Presently, there is no system available by which a service seeker can 
be matched to a wide array of service providers with specific skills using only a simple 
audio-transmission medium such as the telephone. 

[0008] Therefore, there remains a need to overcome limitations in the above 

described existing art which is satisfied by the inventive structure and method described 
hereinafter. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0009] The present invention overcomes the problems in the existing art described 

above by providing a method and apparatus for specifying and obtaining services, via an 
audio portal, resulting in a live conversation between a user (service seeker) and a 
selected service provider. The present invention is a system through which seekers of a 
wide array of services can select, contact, converse, and pay for a service provider using a 
simple audio-transmission medium such as the telephone. The invention enables the 
seeker to locate a service provider by speaking the name of a profession, such as 
"psychiatrist," which is recognized by the system's voice-recognition software. 
Alternatively, the user can select a service provider category by pressing corresponding 
keypad(s) of a user telephone. 

[00010] In a similar fashion, the seeker can then specify the price range, quality 

rating, language, and keyword descriptors of the service provider using either voice 
commands or keypad entry. Within the desired parameters, the system offers service 
providers who have made themselves available to render services at the present time. 
Once the appropriate available service provider is selected, the system connects the 
service seeker with the service provider for a live conversation. The system 
automatically bills the seeker for the time spent conversing with the service provider and 
compensates the service provider accordingly. 

[00011] Advantages of the invention include providing users with the capability to 
engage in a live conversation with a selected service provider via a telephone. Contrary 
to prior systems, requiring an internet connection and browser to receive such services, 
the equivalent is now provided by a simple audio transmission medium such as the 
telephone. As a result, virtually anyone can benefit from the capabilities provided by the 
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present invention. The system also allows providers of a field of service to be 
compensated for supplying their expertise to a user. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[00012] The present invention is illustrated by way of example, and not by way of 
limitation, in the figures of the accompanying drawings and in which: 
[00013] FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram illustrating a system in which an audio 
portal service provider system in accordance with the present invention may be 
implemented; 

[00014] FIGS. 2A and 2B depict block diagrams further illustrating the audio 
portal service provider system as shown in FIG. 1. 

[00015] FIG. 3 depicts a web page, including a list of fields of service from which 

service providers can be selected for live conversations in accordance with a further 
embodiment of the present invention; 

[00016] FIG. 4 depicts a web page presented to a service provider desiring 

inclusion in a service provider database of the present invention; 
[00017] FIG. 5 is a flow chart illustrating a method used to allow a user to select a 
service provider for a live conversation using the audio portal system in accordance with 
a further embodiment of the present invention; 

[00018] FIG. 6 is a flow chart illustrating an additional method used by a service 
provider desiring inclusion in the service provider database in accordance with a further 
embodiment of the present invention; 

[00019] FIG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating an additional method for billing a user 
and compensating a service provider following a live conversation in accordance with a 
further embodiment of the present invention; 

[00020] FIG. 8 is a flow chart illustrating an additional method for connecting a 

user desiring a service provider to the audio portal service provider system in accordance 
with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; and 

[00021] FIG. 9 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for receiving a 
quality rating from a user regarding services provided by a service provider in accordance 
with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 
[00022] The present invention overcomes the problems in the existing art described 
above by providing a method and apparatus for specifying and obtaining services through 
voice commands resulting in a live conversation between a user (service seeker) and a 
selected service provider. The invention enables the seeker to locate a service provider 
by speaking the name of a profession, such as "psychiatrist," which is recognized by the 
system's voice-recognition software. Alternatively, the seeker can select a service 
provider category by pressing corresponding telephone keypad(s). Once the appropriate 
available service provider is selected, the system connects the service seeker with the 
service provider for a live conversation. The system automatically bills the seeker for the 
time spent conversing with the service provider and compensates the service provider 
accordingly. 

[00023] In the following description, for the purposes of explanation, numerous 
specific details are set forth in order to provide a thorough understanding of the present 
invention. It will be apparent, however, to one skilled in the art that the present invention 
may be practiced without some of these specific details. In addition, the following 
description provides examples, and the accompanying drawings show various examples 
for the purposes of illustration. However, these examples should not be construed in a 
limiting sense as they are merely intended to provide examples of the present invention 
rather than to provide an exhaustive list of all possible implementations of the present 
invention. In other instances, well-known structures and devices are shown in block 
diagram form in order to avoid obscuring the details of the present invention. 
[00024] Portions of the following detailed description may be presented in terms of 
algorithms and symbolic representations of operations on data bits. These algorithmic 
descriptions and representations are used by those skilled in the data processing arts to 
convey the substance of their work to others skilled in the art. An algorithm, as described 
herein, refers to a self-consistent sequence of acts leading to a desired result. The acts are 
those requiring physical manipulations of physical quantities. These quantities may take 
the form of electrical or magnetic signals capable of being stored, transferred, combined, 
compared, and otherwise manipulated. Moreover, principally for reasons of common 
usage, these signals are referred to as bits, values, elements, symbols, characters, terms, 
numbers, or the like. 
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[00025] However, these and similar terms are to be associated with the appropriate 

physical quantities and are merely convenient labels applied to these quantities. Unless 
specifically stated otherwise, it is appreciate that discussions utilizing terms such as 
"processing" or "computing" or "calculating" or "determining" or "displaying" or the 
like, refer to the action and processes of a computer system, or similar electronic 
computing device, that manipulates and transforms data represented as physical 
(electronic) quantities within the computer system's devices into other data similarly 
represented as physical quantities within the computer system devices such as memories, 
registers or other such information storage, transmission, display devices, or the like. 
[00026] The algorithms and displays presented herein are not inherently related to 
any particular computer or other apparatus. Various general purpose systems may be 
used with programs in accordance with the teachings herein, or it may prove convenient 
to construct more specialized apparatus to perform the required method. For example, 
any of the methods according to the present invention can be implemented in hard- wired 
circuitry, by programming a general-purpose processor, or by any combination of 
hardware and software. 

[00027] One of skill in the art will immediately appreciate that the invention can be 
practiced with computer system configurations other than those described below, 
including hand-held devices, multiprocessor systems, microprocessor-based or 
programmable consumer electronics, digital signal processing (DSP) devices, network 
PCs, minicomputers, mainframe computers, and the like. The invention can also be 
practiced in distributed computing environments where tasks are performed by remote 
processing devices that are linked through a communications network. The required 
structure for a variety of these systems will appear from the description below. 
[00028] It is to be understood that various terms and techniques are used by those 
knowledgeable in the art to describe communications, protocols, applications, 
implementations, mechanisms, etc. One such technique is the description of an 
implementation of a technique in terms of an algorithm or mathematical expression. That 
is, while the technique may be, for example, implemented as executing code on a 
computer, the expression of that technique may be more aptly and succinctly conveyed 
and communicated as a formula, algorithm, or mathematical expression. 
[00029] Thus, one skilled in the art would recognize a block denoting A+B=C as 
an additive function whose implementation in hardware and/or software would take two 
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inputs (A and B) and produce a summation output (C). Thus, the use of formula, 
algorithm, or mathematical expression as descriptions is to be understood as having a 
physical embodiment in at least hardware and/or software (such as a computer system in 
which the techniques of the present invention may be practiced as well as implemented as 
an embodiment. 

[00030] In an embodiment, the methods of the present invention are embodied in 
machine-executable instructions. The instructions can be used to cause a general-purpose 
or special-purpose processor that is programmed with the instructions to perform the 
steps of the present invention. Alternatively, the steps of the present invention might be 
performed by specific hardware components that contain hardwired logic for performing 
the steps, or by any combination of programmed computer components and custom 
hardware components. 

[00031] In one embodiment, the present invention may be provided as a computer 

program product which may include a machine or computer-readable medium having 
stored thereon instructions which may be used to program a computer (or other electronic 
devices) to perform a process according to the present invention. The computer-readable 
medium may include, but is not limited to, floppy diskettes, optical disks, Compact Disc, 
Read-Only Memory (CD-ROMs), and magneto-optical disks, Read-Only Memory 
(ROMs), Random Access Memory (RAMs), Erasable Programmable Read-Only Memory 
(EPROMs), Electrically Erasable Programmable Read-Only Memory (EEPROMs), 
magnetic or optical cards, flash memory, or the like. 

[00032] Accordingly, the computer-readable medium includes any type of 
media/machine-readable medium suitable for storing electronic instructions. Moreover, 
the present invention may also be downloaded as a computer program product. As such, 
the program may be transferred from a remote computer (e.g., a server) to a requesting 
computer (e.g., a client). The transfer of the program may be by way of data signals 
embodied in a carrier wave or other propagation medium via a communication link (e.g., 
a modem, network connection or the like). 
System Architecture 

[00033] FIG. 1 depicts one embodiment of an audio portal service provider system 
architecture 100 in which the systems and methods of the present invention may be 
incorporated. One or more service provider computers 200 (200-1, 200-2, . . ., 200N) are 
connected through a network 400 (such as an Intranet, a LAN or a WAN such as the 
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Internet) to a host computer or web server ("audio portal server computer") 300. Persons 
skilled in the art will recognize that the audio portal server computer 300 may include one 
or more computers working together to provide the controller computer functions 
described herein. The audio portal system 100 includes one or more service providers 
200 (200-1, . . ., 200-N) each having an audio transmission medium 250 (250-1, 
250-N) that is connected to a communications network 1 10. 

[00034] Accordingly, one or more users (service seekers) 102 (102-1, . . ., 102-N) 

access the audio portal system 100 via audio transmission mediums 104 (104-1, . . ., 
104-N) that are connected to the communications network 110. In accordance with the 
teachings of the present invention, a service seeker 102 (102-1, . . ., 102-N) can send a 
request 106 (106-1, . . ., 106-N) via the audio transmission medium 104, which is 
received by the audio portal server computer 300 via an audio interface 308. The request 
may be in the form of either a voice command or keypad entry via an audio transmission 
medium 104. As described in further detail below, the audio portal server computer 300 
can then connect the service seeker 102 to a selected service provider 200 for a live 
conversation via the audio interface 308. 

[00035] The communications network 1 10 generally refers to any type of wire or 

wireless link enabling the transmission of voice or keypad data such as, but not limited to, 
a public switched telephone network, a wireless communications network, a local area 
network, a wide area network or a combination of networks. The audio transmission 
mediums 104 and 250 generally refer to any type of device capable of receiving speech or 
keypad entry from a user and providing the speech/keypad entry to a destination via a 
communications network, such as the communications network 110. In an embodiment 
of the present invention, the communications network 1 10 is a public switched telephone 
network and the audio transmission medium is a telephone. 

[00036] FIG. 2A further illustrates the audio portal service provider system 100, 
including the audio portal server computer 300, as well as the service provider computer 
202. The audio portal server computer 300 includes a central processing unit (CPU) 302, 
a user interface 304, a communications interface 306, an audio interface 308, a service 
provider database 310 and a memory 312. The audio portal server computer 300 can be 
any type of computing device, such as, but not limited to, desktop computers, work 
stations, lap tops and/or mainframe computers. 
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[00037] The audio interface 308 is used to communicate with users 102 and service 
providers 200, as well as other system resources not shown. The audio interface 308 
receives an audio request 106 provided by user 102 through an audio transmission 
medium 104, which is provided over the communications network 1 10. The audio 
interface 308 provides digitized voice requests to the audio portal server computer 300 
for interactive voice recognition, including voice processing, speech recognition and text- 
to-speech processing. The memory 312 of the audio portal server computer 300 may be 
implemented as RAM (random access memory), SRAM (synchronous RAM), SDRAM 
(synchronous data RAM) or a combination of RAM and non-volatile memory, such as 
one or more memory modules, storage volumes, or magnetic disk storage units. The 
memory can contain any of the following: 

• an operating system 314; 

• internet acces s procedures 316; 

• web server procedures 318; 

• web creation procedures 320; 

• audio interface procedures 322 for receiving an audio request (voice/keypad 
entry) 106 from the user 102 via the audio interface 308 and utilizing either 
integrated voice recognition (IVR) for voice requests or dual tone multi-frequency 
(DTMF) decoding for keypad entry request to provide the user with a selected 
service provider and connect the service seeker 102 with the selected service 
provider 200 for a live conversation; 

• service provider selection procedures 324 for providing the service seeker 102 
with an auditory list of fields of service providers provided by the audio portal 
system 100, as well as auditory lists of service providers matching a field of 
service selected by the user 102; 

• database (DB) access procedures 326 for querying the database 310 in order to 
return records of service providers matching a field of service selected by the user 
102; 

• billing procedures 328 for billing the service seeker 102 following a live 
conversation with the service provider 200, as well as compensating the service 
provider 200 for the live conversation and collecting a premium fee for the audio 
portal system 100; 
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• provider inclusion procedures 330 for providing an on-line interface, as well as an 
audio interface (e.g., via telephone), to service providers 200 requesting inclusion 
in the service provider database 310 in order to provide live services via the audio 
portal system 100 to perspective users 102; 

• provider interface procedures 332 for providing both an on-line interface, as well 
as an audio interface, allowing service providers 200 to update information in the 
service provider database 310, including times of availability; 

• quality rating procedures 336 for receiving a quality rating for a service provider 
200 following a live conversation with a user 102 based on the user's evaluation 
of the services provided by the service provider 200; 

• user interface procedures 338 for providing the service seeker 102 with an audio 
listing of fields of service available from the audio portal system 100, a keypad 
value corresponding to each field of service for non-integrated voice recognition 
embodiments, as well as receiving various descriptors for narrowing the search of 
service providers, including acceptable price ranges, acceptable quality ratings, 
specific languages, as well as a service provider ID of a specific service provider 
when known by the service seeker 102; 

• conversation monitoring procedures 340 for measuring the duration of the live 
conversation between the service seeker 102 and the service provider 200; 

• keypad decoding procedures 342 for decoding service seeker 102 responses 
entered via keypads of an audio transmission medium 104 (DTMF signals) and 
converting the requests into a query for selecting either service provider 
categories or specific service providers from service provider database 310 and 
providing the selected categories and service providers to the user via user 
interface procedures 338; 

• recorded speech database 344 which contains voice listings of the various fields of 
service available from the service provider system, as well as names of each 
service provider corresponding to each field of service available from the audio 
portal system 100, which are provided to the user in order to enable the user to 
select a service provider to engage in a live, real-time conversation therewith; and 

• other procedures and files. 

[00038] Referring now to FIG. 2B, FIG. 2B illustrates the service provider 
computer 202, which includes a CPU 204, a user interface 206, a memory 210 and a 
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communications interface 208. The communications interface 208 is used to 
communicate with the audio portal server computer 300, as well as other system 
resources not shown. The memory 208 of the service provider computer 202 may be 
implemented as RAM (random access memory) or a combination of RAM and non- 
volatile memory, such as one or more magnetic disk storage units. The memory 208 can 
contain the following: 

• an operating system 212; 

• internet access procedures 214; 

• audio portal access procedures 216 for accessing the audio portal server computer 
300; and 

• as well as other procedures and files. 

[00039] The embodiments depicted in FIGS. 2A and 2B include a service provider 
database 310 containing information about a wide array of service providers 200. In 
order to present themselves to their potential clients (service seekers), service providers 
200 list themselves in this database 310. In one embodiment, this is done through the use 
of an Internet web site, via web pages 510 and 550, as depicted in FIGS. 3 and 4. The 
service provider 200 registers his/her name and phone number using the web page 550, 
along with a description of the service that he/she offers. Possible examples of the wide 
array of fields of service available from the audio portal system 100 include, but are not 
limited to, the fields of service depicted in FIG. 3. The description includes key words 
describing the field of service. The description also includes a price for rendering the 
service, most commonly, but not restricted to a per-minute price. 
[00040] The service provider 200 then informs the audio portal system 100 of the 
times when he/she is available to receive calls. This can be done by creating a schedule 
of suitable times at the web site 500 or by simply clicking on an "on call'Voff call" 
switch at the web site 500. Switching service provider 200 availability status can also be 
done through an audio transmission medium such as a telephone. The service provider 
200 calls the central phone number, identifies himself/herself with a password, then 
presses the telephone keypad "1" or "2", for example, to indicate "on call" or "off call" 
status, respectively. Once the database 310 contains the phone numbers of service 
providers, descriptions of their services, their prices, and their real-time availability 
statuses, the audio portal system 100 can provide services to users 102 desiring 
corresponding services. 
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[00041] In this embodiment a telephone is used as part of the delivery mechanism 
or audio transmission medium 250 of the audio portal system 100. A user 102 seeking 
services (service seekers) dials a central telephone number and then listens to a series of 
options. In one embodiment, the service seeker is initially prompted for verification 
information including, for example, a personal information number (PIN) code. Once 
verified, the service seeker is presented the option to browse available fields of service or 
enter the extension or identification (ID) code of a desired service provider for automatic 
connection when the provider is available. 

[00042] Alternatively, the seeker indicates which type of service he would like to 
receive by speaking the name of a profession, such as "psychiatrist," which is processed 
by the system's audio interface 308 using audio interface procedures 322. Otherwise, the 
user 102 can listen to a series of professions and press the numerical keypad to select one. 
This process continues until the desired field of service is selected. In addition, when 
known, the seeker 102 can provide a service provider ID of a desired service provider for 
immediate connection with the selected service provider (as described above). 
[00043] Once the user 102 has indicated a field of service using the service 
provider selection procedures 324, the audio portal system 100 searches its database 310 
for service providers in that field using the DB access procedures 326. The user 102 can 
then further narrow down the selection of service providers by speaking keywords, such 
as "psychiatry - depression." The user 102 can also indicate a known specific service 
provider by speaking the service provider's name or punching in the service provider's 
code number or service provider ID into a telephone keypad for immediate connection. 
[00044] The service provider selection procedures 324 in conjunction with the user 

interface procedures 338 allow the user 102 to further narrow the search for a service 
provider 200 by speaking - or pressing into the telephone keypad - a price, such as "50 
cents per minute." The audio portal server computer 300 will then narrow the search in 
the database 310 for service providers 200 that match the price range. The service seeker 
102 can further narrow the search for a service provider 200 by speaking - or pressing 
into the telephone keypad - a quality rating, such as "three stars or higher." The server 
computer 300 will then narrow the search in the database 340 for service providers 200 
which match the quality rating range. Finally, the user 102 can further narrow the search 
for a service provider by speaking - or pressing into the telephone keypad - the name of a 
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language, such as "Spanish." The server computer 300 will then narrow the search in the 
database 310 for service providers 200 who can speak this language. 
[00045] In addition, the service provider selection procedures 324, in conjunction 
with the user interface procedures 338, allow the service seeker 102 to select a service 
provider 200 in response to listings of both the service provider, categories or fields of 
service available from the system, as well as a specific service provider once a field of 
service is selected via keypad entry of the user's audio transmission medium 104. 
Accordingly, the service provider selection procedures 324 and user interface procedures 
338 will receive, in one embodiment, dual tone multi-frequency (DTMF) signals 
generated via the audio transmission medium keypad entry. As such, the user interface 
procedures 338 will decode the received user selection and convert the decoded DTMF 
signals into a database query format. 

[00046] Once converted, the service provider selection procedures 324 will query 

the service provider database 310 using the user selection in order to provide either 
service providers within a field of service selected by the user or corresponding service 
provider selected by the user. Accordingly, in certain embodiments, prior users may 
enter a service provider code number for immediate connection to the service provider. 
Accordingly, the seeker can avoid delays provided via interface prompts required by new 
users in order to familiarize users with the fields of service available from the audio 
portal system 100. In one embodiment, if the service provider is not available, the seeker 
is given the option to connect with the highest rated service provider within the 
corresponding category. As such, the service provider selection procedures 324 and user 
interface procedures 338 include both IVR software, as well as DTMF decoding software, 
depending on whether the user's responses are provided as voice responses or keypad 
entry. 

[00047] Once a service provider 200 with the desired characteristics has been 

chosen, the audio portal system 100 will automatically connect the service seeker 102 
with the selected service provider 200. Since the service provider 200 has informed the 
audio portal system 100 that he/she is "on call" and ready to receive calls, the audio 
portal system 200 can reach him/her with a simple phone call via the audio interface 308. 
Once both the service seeker 102 and provider 200 are on the phone line 110, the audio 
portal system 100 conferences the two phone calls together, enabling services to be 
rendered in a live conversation. The system keeps track of the time spent on the phone 
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call using the conversation monitoring procedures 340. The service seeker 102 is then 
billed accordingly, and the funds are transferred to the provider 200 using the billing 
procedures 328. 

[00048] At the end of the phone call, the system prompts the service seeker 102 to 

rate the quality of the received service using the quality rating procedures 338. A quality 
rating of one to five stars, for instance, can be spoken into the telephone 104 or pressed 
into the telephone keypad. The audio portal system 100 records this rating, and in turn, 
can store the quality rating in the database 310 and use it as a quality-selection criterion 
the next time a user 102 calls. Procedural method steps for implementing the teachings of 
the present invention are now described. 

[00049] Referring now to FIG. 5, a method 600 is depicted for allowing a user 102 

to provide an audio request 106 to an audio portal service provider system 100 resulting 
in a live conversation between a user 102 and a selected service provider 200, for 
example, in the audio portal system 100 as depicted in FIGS. 1 and 2. At step 610, an 
audio request 106 is received by the audio portal service provider system 100 from a user 
102 (service seeker) that is seeking service providers 200 from a wide array of fields of 
service available from the audio portal system 100. The audio request 106 is provided via 
an audio transmission medium 104 and received via an audio interface 308 of an audio 
portal server computer 300. 

[00050] Once the request 106 is received, at step 612, it is determined whether the 
audio request 106 includes a field of service desired by the user 102. At step 614, when 
the audio request includes a field of service desired by the user 102, the user 102 is 
provided with a list of one or more service providers 200 stored in a service provider 
database 310, which match the field of service desired by the user 102. The audio portal 
server computer 300 selects the list of service providers for the user 102 using the service 
provider selection procedures 324, as well as the database access procedures 326. The 
list of service providers is then presented to the user 102 using the user interface 
procedures 338. 

[00051] Next, at step 618, the audio portal server computer 300 determines a 

selection from the service seeker 102 for a selected service provider 200 stored within the 
service provider database 310. Finally, at step 620, the audio portal server computer 300 
uses the audio interface 308 to connect the user 102 with the selected service provider 
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200 for a live conversation via the audio transmission mediums 104 and 250. The audio 
interface procedures 322 handle receipt of the audio request 106 and connection of the 
user 102 with the selected service provider 200. However, the audio interface procedures 
322 may be performed by a human operator. 

[00052] As described above, embodiments of the invention include user response 
via an audio request, which may include the service provider name, a field of service, or a 
service provider code for direct connection with the selected service provider. In 
addition, the user response may be via keypad entry through the user audio transmission 
medium 104, which generates a DTMF signal, which may also indicate a field of service 
desired by the user, a corresponding service provider desired by the user, as well as a 
service provider code for direct connection with the service provider. 
[00053] As such, depending on the means for user response, the service provider 
selection procedures 324, in conjunction with the user interface procedures 338, will 
utilize either IVR software or DTMF decoding software in order to convert the user's 
response into a query which is recognized by the service provider database. Once the 
query is generated, the service provider selection procedures will query the service 
provider database 3 10 in order to return either the selected field of service, a selected 
service provider or when service provider code (e.g., extension) is determined to directly 
connect the service provider with the user when the service provider is available. 
[00054] FIG. 6 depicts additional method steps 630 for adding service providers 

200 to the audio portal system 100. At step 632, the audio portal server computer 300 
receives a request from a service provider 200 of a field of service requesting inclusion in 
the service provider database 310. At step 633, the audio portal service provider system 
100 determines whether to approve the service provider 200. Approval of a service 
provider 200 includes, for example, adding an additional field of service to the audio 
portal system 100 for a new service provider 200. 

[00055] At step 634, when the service provider 200 is approved, the server 
computer 300 generates a record in the service provider database 310, including provider 
information contained in the audio request 106. Acceptance of the provider 200 and 
generation of provider records in the service provider database 310 is performed by the 
server computer 300 using provider inclusion procedures 330. The provider information 
stored in the database 310 can include a service price, real-time service provider 
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availability, specific expertise of the service provider, languages spoken by the provider 
and a quality rating for the service provider. 

[00056] FIG. 7 depicts additional method step 640 for billing a user 102 and 
compensating a service provider 200 for a live conversation between the provider 200 
and the user 102. At step 642, the server computer 300 measures a duration of the live 
conversation between the user 102 and the provider 200 using the conversation 
monitoring procedures 340. Once the live conversation is complete, the server computer 
300 calculates a billing amount for the user 102 based on the duration of the live 
conversation and a time-based price charged by the service provider 200. 
[00057] In one embodiment, the billing amount is generated by the server 
computer 300 using the billing procedures 328. However, the billing amount may be a 
flat fee. Otherwise, the server computer 300 continues measuring the duration of the live 
conversation between the user 102 and service provider 200 at step 642. The time-based 
price charged by the service provider 200 includes, for example, a per minute price, 
hourly price or a flat fee. 

[00058] At step 648, the server computer 300 bills the service seeker 102 the 
billing amount for the live conversation with the provider 200. Generally, service seekers 
102 of the audio portal service provider system 100 will have a billing account set up 
with the system 100. The audio portal system 100 can then either deduct from the user's 
account or charge the billing amount, for example, to a credit card submitted by the 
service seeker 102. At step 650, the audio portal service provider system 100 
compensates the provider 200 for the live conversation with the service seeker 102. 
Finally, at step 652, the server computer 300 collects a premium fee for the audio portal 
system 100 as a predetermined percentage of the billing amount, for example, ten percent. 
[00059] FIG. 8 depicts additional method step 602 for connecting a service seeker 

102 to the audio portal service provider system 100. At step 604, the server computer 
300 receives a request from a user 102 for connection to the audio portal service provider 
system 100 via the audio transmission medium 104. The audio transmission medium 104 
is, for example, a telephone. At step 606, the server computer 300 establishes a 
connection between the service seeker 102 and the audio portal system 100 via the audio 
interface 308. At step 608, the server computer 300 provides the user 102 with an audio 
list of the wide array of fields of service available from the audio portal service provider 
system 100 using the user interface procedures 338. 
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[00060] Finally, at step 609, the system 100 will provide the service seeker, via the 
user interface procedures 338, a unique field of service code for each field of service 
within the audio list of fields of service provided to the service seeker 102. Accordingly, 
the service seeker can select a desired field of service and enter a field of service code 
corresponding to the desired field of service within the keys of the service seeker's audio 
transmission medium 104. Once entered, the audio transmission medium 104 will 
generate a DTMF response, which is interpreted by the user interface procedures 338 in 
order to select service providers within the field of service desired by the user. 
[00061] FIG. 9 depicts additional method step 660 for receiving a quality rating 
from a user 102 regarding the live conversation with the service provider 200. At step 
662, it is determined whether the live conversation is complete. At step 664, the server 
computer 300 prompts the user 102 for a quality of service rating for services rendered by 
the service provider 200. At step 666, it is determined whether a quality rating is 
provided by the user 102. At step 668, the server computer 300 records the service rating 
provided by the user 102 in the service provider database 310. 

[00062] As described above, the audio request 106 provided by the user 102 can 

include the category of service providers, a maximum price range for service providers, 
desired times of availability for service providers, specific expertise of the service 
provider, a language spoken by the service provider and a minimum quality rating for the 
service provider. These criteria are used by the server computer 300 and provided to 
service provider selection procedures 324 in order to narrow the list of service providers 
200 for the user 102 to choose from. 
Application of the Invention 

[00063] Danielle, a graduate student in economics, happens to be an expert user of 
Microsoft Excel. To earn extra money while writing her thesis, Danielle decides to post 
her Excel-help service son the subject web site, an Internet based implementation of the 
invention. She registers at the site and lists herself under "Computer Help" and "Excel" 
at the rate of $1.00 per minute. During the registration process, Danielle provides her 
telephone number and a description of her abilities, which include regression models and 
statistical analysis. Whenever Danielle is at home alone studying for long stretches in the 
evening, she signs on to the subject web site and changes her state of availability to "On 
Call," or immediately available to receive clients. 
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[00064] Michael is a management consultant building a regression model on Excel 
for a large clothing retailer. At midnight in the office, he is having trouble analyzing his 
spreadsheet. Looking to receive help, he dials the 1-800 number of the subject system. 
He is prompted by the system to indicate the area of service he desires. He speaks the 
words, "Computer Help," which are recognized by the system's voice-recognition 
software. The system has several thousand computer-help service providers to choose 
from, so Michael specifies his needs by speaking the words, "regression models and 
analysis." 

[00065] The system has about 50 service providers who are "On Call" to receive 

customers regarding regression models and analysis. Michael then indicates the price and 
quality he desires by speaking the words, "one dollar per minute or less" and "with a 
three-star quality rating or above." The system uses these parameters to fine only those 
service providers who fit within this price and quality range and can presently receive 
customers regarding regression models and analysis - there are four. The system relays 
the descriptions of the four service providers to Michael. He selects Danielle by speaking 
the words, "Connect Me." 

[00066] Since Michael has not used the subject phone system before, he first must 
enter his credit card number to pay for the call. Once the credit card number has been 
confirmed, the system dials Danielle's phone number, which it has on file from her 
registration at the web site. When Danielle picks up the phone, the automated voice of 
the system informs her that there is a client on the line looking for "Computer Help" and 
willing to pay her $1.00 price per minute. The system asks her whether she would like to 
accept the call. She speaks the word "yes" (or presses "1" on her telephone keypad), and 
the system conferences the separate phone calls to Danielle and Michael together so that 
they can communicate. 

[00067] Michael and Daniel talk until his problem is solved, which takes eight 

minutes. Michael's credit card is billed for eight dollars. He receives a confirming 
message via electronic mail notifying him of this, along with a request to evaluate 
Danielle's service, which he does, pressing "5" on his telephone keypad to award her five 
stars, which the system then averages into her overall quality rating. Danielle's web site 
account is credited for eight dollars minus a fee collected by the web site. Once 
Danielle's web site account has accumulated a surplus of $25, she receives a check from 
the web site in the mail. After receiving many positive reviews from online clients such 
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as Michael, Danielle is inundated with Excel-help requests whenever she goes "On Call," 
enabling her to raise her rates to $1.50 per minute. 

[00068] The scenario described above illustrates a situation where Michael is 
allowed to enter a voice request for selection of a service provider and to further narrow 
the categories. However, certain implementations of the present invention will provide 
service seekers, such as Michael, with a listing of fields of service provided by the system 
and indicate a field of service code corresponding to each field of service available from 
the system. As such, a user such as Michael, would select the desired field of service 
and enter a field of service code corresponding to the desired field of service via the 
keypad of Michael's telephone in order to provide a list of service providers in the area of 
computer health. Therefore, service seekers such as Michael are provided the option to 
enter voice responses or keypad entry responses in order to enable final selection of a 
service provider and enter into a live conversation with the desired service provider in 
order to solve the service seeker's problem. 
Alternate Embodiments 

[00069] Several aspects of one implementation of the audio portal system for 
providing a real-time communications connection between a service seeker and a service 
provider have been described. However, various implementations of the audio portal 
system provide numerous features including, complementing, supplementing, and/or 
replacing the features described above. Features can be implemented as part of the audio 
portal system or as part of an on-line implementation in different implementations. In 
addition, the foregoing description, for purposes of explanation, used specific 
nomenclature to provide a thorough understanding of the invention. However, it will be 
apparent to one skilled in the art that the specific details are not required in order to 
practice the invention. 

[00070] In addition, although an embodiment described herein is directed to an 
audio portal, it will be appreciated by those skilled in the art that the teaching of the 
present invention can be applied to other systems. In fact, systems for connection of 
service seekers and service providers for real-time communication are within the 
teachings of the present invention, without departing from the scope and spirit of the 
present invention. The embodiments described above were chosen and described in order 
to best explain the principles of the invention and its practical applications. These 
embodiment were chosen to thereby enable others skilled in the art to best utilize the 
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invention and various embodiments with various modifications as are suited to the 
particular use contemplated. 

[00071] It is to be understood that even though numerous characteristics and 
advantages of various embodiments of the present invention have been set forth in the 
foregoing description, together with details of the structure and function of various 
embodiments of the invention, this disclosure is illustrative only. In some cases, certain 
subassemblies are only described in detail with one such embodiment. Nevertheless, it is 
recognized and intended that such subassemblies may be used in other embodiments of 
the invention. Changes may be made in detail, especially matters of structure and 
management of parts within the principles of the present invention to the full extent 
indicated by the broad general meaning of the terms in which the appended claims are 
expressed. 

[00072] Advantages of the invention include providing users with the capability to 
engage in a live conversation with a selected service provider via a telephone. Contrary 
to prior systems requiring an internet connection and browser to receive such services, the 
equivalent is now provided by a simple audio transmission medium such as the telephone. 
As a result, virtually anyone can benefit from the capabilities provided by the present 
invention. The system also allows providers of a field of service to be compensated for 
supplying their expertise to a user. 

[00073] Having disclosed exemplary embodiments, modifications and variations 
may be made to the disclosed embodiments while remaining within the scope of the 
invention as defined by the following claims. 
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